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[57) ABSTRACT

Separator materials which are adapted for use in storage
batteries and which comprise a fabric sheet of polyole-
fin resin fibers and a surface layer of a polyolefin resin
sulfonated to such an extent that sulfone groups are
formed in an amount sufficient to impart an appropriate
degree of hydrophilicity. The surface layer is formed on
individual resin fibers. The methods of making the sepa-
rator matenal are also described.

10 Claims, 3 Drawing Sheets
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1

SEPARATOR MATERIAL FOR STORAGE
BATTERIES

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

This invention relates to storage batteries and more
particularly to, a material useful as a separator of the
batteries. The batteries using the material as a separator
exhibit a long life and can suppress self discharge to a
minimum even when placed under high temperature
conditions. The invention also relates to a method for
making the separator material.

2. Description of the Prior Art

In recent years, various portable electronic devices or
equipments have been drastically developed with an
increasing necessity for memory backup for these de-
vices. This brings about a great demand for batteries to
be used as a power source for the devices. However, as
the use of the batteries has been extended, there is a
great possibility of the batteries being employed under
severer use conditions, such as high temperature condi-
‘tions, than those experienced ever before. Accordingly,
there is a demand for improvements of the batteries or
cells particularly with respect to life characteristics
including a self discharge characteristic. In electronic
devices, nickel-cadmium storage batteries have been
frequently employed. The nickel-cadmium storage bat-
terv is known as a battery which undesirably involves a
large self discharge. The improvement of the self dis-
charge characteristic of the battery is one of problems
to solve. For instance, when an ordinary nickel-cad-
mium battery has been allowed to stand at 45° C. after
having been fully charged, the discharge capacity re-
duces to less than 4 of an initial capacity. leaving a
nroblem in use immediately after the standing.

To solve the problem, studies on the self discharge
charactenistic particularly of nickel-cadmium storage
batteries have been extensively made. The resuits of

recent studies reveal that one of important factors of 40

reducing the self discharge concerns with characteris-
tics of a separator used in the battery. More particularly,
it has been found that the increase of the self discharge
owes greatly to the presence of impurities caused by
decomposition of a polyamide fiber separator ordinanly
used for this purpose.

Attention has now been paid to olefin resin fibers,
such as polypropylene fibers, as a material for the sepa-
rator. This is because the olefin resin fibers have a good
heat resistance and are so stable that they do not decom-
pose in highly concentrated alkaline solutions even at
high temperatures. However, the olefin resin fibers are
disadvantageous in that they are poor in hydrophilicity
with an attendant problem that the liquid retention

necessary for the separator is not satisfactory. For solv-

ing this problem, there have been proposed the follow-
ing improvements of the polyolefin resin fibers where
the fibers are imparted with hydrophihicity.

(1) Deposition of surface active agents on the fiber
surfaces.

(2) Introduction of hydrophilic groups such as
—COOH groups or —CHO groups to the resin
fibers by irradiation of plasma.

(3) Graft polymerization of polyolefin resins with
hydrophilic monomers, such as, for example,
acrylic acid. |

(4) Introduction of sulfonic groups (—SO3H) into the
resin fibers by immersion of the resin fibers into
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fuming sulfuric acid or concentrated sulfuric acid
under proper temperature and concentration con-
ditions.

However, these techniques involve the following
problems or disadvantages.

With (1), since a separator placed 1n a highly concen-
trated alkaline aqueous solution at high temperatures
contacts with oxygen gas generated at the positive elec-
trode when the battery is overcharged, the surface ac-
tive agent applied to the resin fibers separates from the
fibers. The separated surface active agent dissolves in
the alkaline aqueous solution where it serves as an impu-
rity. This eventually facilitates the self discharge.

This is true of the cases of (2) and (3) where severe
oxidation within the battery causes carboxylic acid 1ons
and acrylic acid ions to dissolve in the alkaline aqueous
solution, respectively. These ions increase the self dis-
charge of the battery.

In contrast, with (4), little impurities or ions dissolve
in the aqueous alkaline solution as in (1) to (3), so that
the introduction of sulfate groups is very effective in
suppressing the self discharge. However, when fibers

‘made of one kind of polyolefin resin are used or poly-

olefin resin fibers whose inside 1s susceptible to oxida-
tion are used, uniform sulfonation has to be effected
within a very narrow range of treating conditions in-
cluding a temperature and a concentration of fuming or
concentrated sulfuric acid, and an immersion time. The
sulfonation under these severe conditions is very diffi-
cult to carry out in an industrial sense, thus being not
advantageous from the standpoint of industrial feasibil-
ity. Moreover, although it is important that the resin
fibers have hydrophilic groups substantially uniformly
distributed throughout the fibers for use as a separator,
polyolefin resins have generally unsaturated hydrocar-
bon moieties susceptible to sulfonation, which are dis-
tributed only non-uniformly. If the fibers are sulfonated
as a whole, the fibers will be sulfonated or oxidized to
the inside thereof.-In an extreme case, the inside por-
tions may suffer carbonization. This results 1n a lower-
ing of mechanical strength of the separator itself. Espe-
cially, when bonding portions of the fibers are carbon-
ized, the lowering of the mechanical strength becomes
considerable, thus presenting a senous problem.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

It is accordingly an object of the present invention to
provide a composite material which is particularly use-
ful in improving characteristics of storage battenes
when used as a separator therefor.

It is another object of the invention to provide a
composite material which exhibits good mechanical
strength and good hydrophilic properties when used as
a separator of storage batteries whereby the self dis-
charge of the battery can be reduced to a minimum.

It is a further object of the invention to provide a
composite material for a separator of storage batteries
which is made of a woven or non-woven fabric sheet
and a surface layer formed on individual fibers of the
fabric and made of a sulfonated polyolefin whereby the
batteries using the composite material as a separator are
particularly effective in suppressing the self discharge.

It is a still further object of the invention to provide a
separator material which is made of a fabric sheet of
polypropylene fibers which have individually a surface

treated and sulfonated layer thereon.
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It 1s another object of the invention to provide a
method for making a composite or separator maternal
for a separator of storage batteries.

‘The above objects can be achieved, according to one
embodiment of the invention, by a material which 1is
useful as a separator of storage batteries. The separator
material comprises a woven or non-woven fabric sheet
made of polyolefin resin fibers, and a surface layer of a
sulfonated polyolefin resin formed on surfaces of the
individual fibers of the fabric sheet. Preferably, the
surface layer 1s made of a polyolefin resin different in
kind from the polyolefin resin used as the fabric sheet
because of the ease in preparation. Especially when
polypropylene is used as the fibers, the surface layer
may be formed directly thereon by surface treatment of
the ndividual polypropylene resin fibers and subse-
quent sulfonation of the treated layer. The batteries to
which the material of the invention 1s applied as a sepa-
rator may be any primary or secondary batteries of the
closed or open type which includes a separator pro-
vided between a positive electrode and a negative elec-
trode for separating the electrodes therebetween. Typi-
cally, mickel-cadmium storage batteries may be men-
tioned.

According to another embodiment of the invention,
the separator matenal can be made by providing poly-
olefin resin fibers as they are or in the form of 2 woven
or non-woven fabric sheet, forming on surfaces of the
individual fibers a surface layer made of a polyolefin
resin which i1s more susceptible to sulfonation than the
first-mentioned polyolefin resin used as the fibers. form-
ing a woven or non-woven fabric sheet from the thus
formed fibers if the fibers are used in the preceding
steps. subjecting the fabric sheet to sulfonation. and
removing a decomposition product formed by the sulfo-
nation from the fabric sheet to obtain a separator mate-
nal having the sulfonated surface layer on individual
polyolefin resin fibers. The removal of the decomposi-
tion product is effected by immersing the sulfonated
sheet 1n water. a dilute sulfuric acid solution and/or an
alkaline aqueous solution. and drying the immersed
sheet. In general, the sulfonation 1s effected using an
SOj3 gas or fuming or concentrated sulfuric acid until
the surface layer is sulfonated.

Alternatively, the separator material may be made by
providing polyolefin resin fibers as they are or in the
form of a woven or non-woven fabric sheet, applying a
dispersion of a sulfonated polyolefin resin on surfaces of
the individual fibers of the fabric sheet, forming a
woven or non-woven fabric sheet from the thus formed
fibers if the fibers are used in the preceding steps, and
subjecting the applied fabric sheet to thermal treatment
to deposit the sulfonated polyolefin resin as a surface
layer on the individual fibers.

Still alternatively, the separator material may be
made by providing polypropyvlene resin fibers as they
are or in the form of a woven or non-woven fabric
sheet, subjecting the fabric sheet to surface treatment to
form hydrophilic groups on the surfaces of the resin
fibers, and subjecting the surface treated sheet to sulfo-
nation thereby forming the fabric sheet having a sulfo-
nated surface layer.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a schematic enlarged view of a separator
maternial obtained 1n Example 1;

FI1G. 2 1s a schematic enlarged view, partially in sec-
tion, of part of the composite matenal of FIG. 1 for

10

15

20

25

30

35

45

50

55

65

4

illustration of the manner of sulfonation of fibers of the
separator material;

F1G. 3 is a graphical representation of a self discharge
characteristic for nickel-cadmium storage batteries (AA
size) using a separator of Example 2 and a known poly-
amide separator, respectively;

F1G. 4 is a schematic enlarged view of a separator
material obtained in Example 7; and

FIG. 5 is a graphical representation of a self discharge
characteristic of nickel-cadmium storage batteries (AA
size) using the separator obtained in Example 7 and an
ordinary polyamide separator, respectively.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION AND
EMBODIMENTS OF THE INVENTION

The separator material of the present invention which
is adapted for use as a separator of various battenes
includes a woven or non-woven fabric sheet mainly
composed of polyolefin resin fibers. The fibers are indi-
vidually formed with a polyolefin resin surface layer
which has been sulfonated to an extent sufficient to
impart an appropriate degree of hydrophilicity as will
be described hereinafter.

The polyolefin resin fibers useful in the present inven-
tion may be fibers of any polyolefins such as polyethyl-
ene, polypropylene, ethylene-propylene copolymers,
and the like. Of these, polypropylene and ethylene-pro-
pylene copolymers are preferred. The fabric sheet may
further comprise, aside from the polyolefin fibers, fibers
of polyester resins such as polyethylene terephthalate in
small amounts not impeding the self discharge charac-
tenistic or mechanical strength when the matenal 1s
applied as a separator of storage batteries. The amount
of the polyester resin fibers i1s not larger than 5 wt % of
the total amount of the fibers.

The fibers are not cntical with respect to the length
and fineness. These are determined depending on the
purpose of the separator material or the woven or non-
woven fabric sheet to be used. The thickness and basis
weight of the woven or non-woven fabric sheet are not
critical as well. Generally, the thickness 1s in the range
of from 0.05 to 0.3 mm, preferably from 0.15 to 0.25
mm. The basis weight 1s generally 1n the range of from
30 to 100 g/m?, preferably from 50 to 80 g/m:2.

The woven or non-woven fabric sheet should prefer-
ably be arranged such that the respective fibers which
contact with one another are bonded by fusion at con-
tacting portions. This may be effected by pressing poly-
olefin resin fibers at temperatures higher by about 5° C.
than a melting point of the polyolefin used. The temper-
atures higher by 5° C. are favorable since the fibers are
not completely melted during the pressing. The press-
ing may be carried out by hot pressing, hot roll pressing
and the like techniques. By the bonding, the fabric sheet
1s imparted with satisfactory mechanical strength.

In the practice of the invention, the fibers of the
woven or non-woven fabric sheet have individually a
sulfonated surface layer. The surface layer may be made
of a polyolefin resin which may be the same or different
from the polyolefin resin used as the fibers, depending
upon the manner of making the separator material. In
general, a different type of polyolefin resin is used. In
this case, the polyolefin resin used as the surface layer
should preferably undergo sulfonation more readily
than the polyolefin resin fibers because of the ease in
fabrication of the separator material as will be described
in more detail heremnafter. Preferred combinations of
polyolefins used as the fibers and the surface layer in-
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clude polypropylene or an ethylene-propylene copoly-
mer used as the fibers in combination with polyethylene
used as the surface layer. Moreover, if the fibers are
made of polypropylene, an ethylene-propylene copoly-
mer may be used as a surface layer.

In a specific case where it is essential to use polypro-
pylene resin fibers, the surface layer may be formed
without use of any other resin, i.e. the individual fibers
are directed surface treated to form a hydrophilic layer
having hydrophilic groups such as OH and COQOH
groups thereon. This hydrophilic layer is subsequently
sulfonated to form a sulfonated surface layer. The sur-
face treatment is effected by irradiation of plasma or by
sputtering. The surface-treated fibers may be sulfonated
by procedures described hereinafter.

In either case, the amount of the sulfone groups
formed on the fibers 1s preferably in the range of from
0.05 to 2 milli-equivalents/g of the total of the resin
fibers and the surface laver, more preferably from 0.1 to
1 milh-equivalents/g. If the amount 1s less than 0.05
milli-equivalents/g, the resultant separator material
tends to become low in hydrophihicity. Over 2 milh-
equivalents/g, the separator material becomes so hydro-
philic that when it 1s applied as a separator of a sealed-
type battery, the amounts of an electrolytic solution
retained 1n positive and negative electrodes and the
separator are not well balanced, thus adversely influ-
encing the properties of the battery.

The separator matenal of the invention can be made
by several methods including: (1) a method wherein
polvolefin resin fibers having a surface layer of a poly-
olefin resin different from the fiber resin are sulfonated
to obtain a composite material having a sulfonated resin
surface layer on the individual resin fibers; (2) a method
wherein polyolefin resin fibers are applied with a dis-
persion of sulfonated polyolefin resin particles in a suit-
able organic solvent and thermally treated to form a
surface laver of the sulfonated polyolefin resin; and (3)
a method wherein polypropylene resin fibers are sub-
jected to surface treatment such as by irradiation with
plasma or by sputtering to form a surface layer having
hydrophilic groups on or in the surfaces of the fibers
and subsequently to sulfonation to form a sulfonated
surface layer on the individual fibers. In the methods
(1), (2) and (3). the polyolefin resin fibers may be formed
with the surface layer prior to or after formation of a
woven or non-woven fabric sheet. More particularly,
the fabric sheet may be initially formed from resin fibers
and the individual fibers of the fabric sheet are sub-
jected to subsequent treatments including the applica-
tion"of the dispersion and/or the sulfonation. Alterna-
tively, the resin fibers may be first subjected to the
treatments after which the treated fibers are formed into
a woven or non-woven fabric sheet. The methods (1) to
(3) are descnbed.

In the methoa (1), polyolefin resin fibers having a
surface layer are first provided as they are or in the form
of a woven or non-woven fabric sheet. The resin fibers
having a surface layer may be composite fibers each
having a core of a polyolefin resin and a sheath or sur-
face layer of another polyolefin resin which 1s more
susceptible to sulfonation than the first-mentioned poly-
olefin resin. This type of composite fibers may be
formed by molding or by applying fibers of a polyolefin
resin with another polyolefin resin, which 1s more sus-
ceptible to sulfonation, on surfaces of the individual
fibers.
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For the application of another polyolefin resin, the
polyolefin resin fibers may be individually coated with
a dispersion of particles of the more susceptible polyole-
fin resin as they are or after formation of a woven or
non-woven fabric. If the resin fibers are used for the
coating, the coated fibers are subsequently formed into
a fabric sheet prior to subsequent sulfonation. The apph-
cation of another polvolefin resin may be carned out by
any known technmiques including spraying, dipping.
coating and the like of a dispersion of resin particles in
a volatile solvent. In order to permit good dispersability
of the particles, the size is preferably not smaller than
0.5 micrometers. In view of the ease 1n deposition of the
particles on the resin fibers, the size 1s preferably not
larger than 2 micrometers. The volatile solvent may
include tetrahydrofuran, dioxane and the like ethers.
The dispersion should preferably have a concentration
of the resin particles of from 40 to 70 wt %, pretferably
from 50 to 60 wt % 1n order to facilitate the application
operations. The covering rate of the more susceptible
polyolefin resin on the individual fibers may depend
upon the interrelation between the retention of an elec-
trolytic solution suitable as a separator and the hydro-
philicity of a finally sulfonated surface layer. Prefera-
bly, the covering rate 1s not less than 85%, more prefer-
ably not less than 95%. If the coated fibers having a
covering rate of less than 859 are sulfonated, there 15 a
tendency that the resultant composite material is defi-
cient in hquid retention.

In either case, the polyolefin resin used as the core 1s

- polypropylene or ethylene-propylene copolymers and

the other polyolefin resin used as the surface layer, 1.e.
the sheath or surface layer, 1s polyethylene. This 1s
because polyethylene i1s more susceptible to sulfonation
than polypropylene or ethylene-propylene copolymers.
If polypropylene is used as the core or starting fibers,
ethylene-propylene copolymers may be used as the
surface layer. The ethylene-propylene copolymers use-
ful in the present invention should preferably have a
propylene content of from 75 to 95 wt % of the copoly-
mer. Although the surface layer 1s not critical with
respect to the thickness, the thickness is preferably from
8 to 30 micrometers in view of the workability at the
time of thermal bonding of the composite or coated
fibers and production costs. The reason why polypro-
pylene is preferably used as the core or starting fibers is
that the polypropylene is less susceptible to sulfonation
and can keep high mechanical strength after sulfona-
tion.

It should be noted that although the manner of forma-
tion of the surface layer has been described above, limi-
tation should not be imposed on the manner of the for-
mation but the surface layer may be formed by any
known techniques.

For the formation of a woven or non-woven fabric
sheet, the composite fibers or starting resin fibers with
or without formation of a surface layer on individual
fibers are thermally bonded, as described before, by hot
pressing or hot roll pressing preferably at temperatures
higher by about 5° C. than the melting point of the
polyolefin resin exposed as outside. By this, the mechan-
ical strength of the fabric sheet increase. Once again, the
fabric sheet should preferably have a thickness of from
0.05 to 0.3 mm, more preferably from 0.15 to 0.25 mm
and a basis weight of from 30 to 100 g/m?, more prefer-
ably from 50 to 80 g/m?.

The fabric sheet of the fibers each having a surface
layer is subsequently subjected to sulfonation. If the
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fibers have been used in the preceding steps, the fibers
have to be formed, prior to the sulfonation, into a
woven or non-woven fabric sheet in a manner described
before. The sulfonation is effected by treating the fabric
sheet by any known manner. For instance, the sheet 1s
placed in an atmosphere containing an SOj; gas, or 1s
treated with fuming or concentrated sulfurnic acid.
When sulfur trioxide is used, the SOjis diluted with dry
air or an inert gas such as Nj, Ar, He or the like. The
concentration of the SOj gas is generally from 10 to 30
vol %, preferably from 15 to 25 vol %. If the concentra-
tion is less than 15 vol %, it takes a long treating time.
Over 30 vol %, the surface layer is so sulfonated with
the tendency toward carbonization. This will impede
hydrophilicity. The sulfonation temperature is not criti-
cal and the sulfonation is generally effected at room
temperature. The treating time may vary depending
upon the concentration of the SOj3 gas and the type of
polyolefin resin use d as the surface layer and 1s gener-
ally within a time of 3 to 30 minutes.

Alternatively, the sulfonation may be effected by
immersing the sheet in fuming or concentrated sulfuric
acid. In the case using fuming sulfuric acid, the follow-
ing conditions are sufficient for the sulfonation: the
concentration of the fuming sulfuric acid i1s from 10 to
80 wt %: the treating time is from 5 to 30 minutes; and
the treating temperature is from 30° to 60° C.

By the sulfonation treatment, sulfone groups are

formed in an amount of 0.05 to 2 milli-equivalents/g of

the total of the resin fibers and the surface layer, prefer-
ably 0.1 to | milli-equivalents/g.

The fabric sheet subjected to the sulfonation should
be subsequently immersed in water and dried, or in a
diluted sulfuric acid, washed with water and dried in
order to remove low molecular weight polyolefin de-
composition products produced by side reactions. Al-
though unreacted sulfur trioxide can be removed by the
above immersion treatment, the removal can be fully
and thus preferably accomplished when immersing the
sheet in an alkaline aqueous solution such as, for exam-
ple, potassium hydroxide and drying the immersed
sheet. As a matter of course, the sulfonated sheet can
first be immersed in water or a diluted sulfuric solution
and then in an alkaline aqueous solution, followed by
washing with water and drying. The drying is generally
effected at a temperature of from 50° to 90" C.

The method (2) wherein sulfonated olefin resin parti-
cles are applied to polyolefin fibers or their woven or
non-woven fabric sheet is described. |

In this method, a dispersion of sulfonated polyolefin
resin particles in a volatile solvent as used in the method
(1) is used. Preferably, sulfonated polyolefin resin parti-
cles may be sulfonated polyethylene and sulfonated
ethylene-propylene copolymers as in the method (1).
Moreover, sulfonated polypropylene particles may be
also used in this case because separately sulfonated
polypropylene particles can be used as is different from
the method (1). In view of the ease in the separate sulfo-
nation, sulfonated polyethylene or ethylene-propylene
copolymers are preferred. The particle size 1s preferably
in the range of from 0.5 to 2.0 micrometers and the
content of the resin particles 1s preferably in the range
of from 40 to 70 wt %, more preferably from 30 to 60 wt
%, for the reasons stated with respect to the method (1).
The sulfonated polyolefin particles are dispersed in a
solvent as used in the method (1). In this method, the
dispersion may be applied to starting polyolefin resin
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fibers prior to or after formation of a woven or non-
woven fabric sheet.

The dispersion is applied in such a way that the
amount of sulfone groups is in the range of from 0.05 to
2 milli-equivalents/g of the total resins of the separator
material, preferably from 0.1 to 1 milli-equivalents/g of
the fibers. The application may be effected 1n a manner
similar to the method (1). Subsequently, the apphed
fibers or fabric sheet is dried to obtain a composite
separate matenal.

The separator material obtained by the method (3) 1s
slightly different from those materials obtained in the
methods (1) and (2) in that starting polyolefin fibers or
woven or non-woven fabric sheets thereof are directly
treated to form a hydrophilic surface layer having hy-
drophilic groups which are subsequently sulfonated.
Thus, the resultant fibers or sheet having a sulfonated
surface layer is something different from a composite
material having a surface layer of a polyolefin resin
which is different from the polyolefin resin used as a
core.

The starting polyolefin resin fibers or fabrnic sheet
thereof is subjected to surface treatment, for example,
by irradiation of plasma or by sputtering to form hydro-
philic groups, such as a hydroxyl group, a carboxy]
group and the like, in the surfaces of the fibers or sheet.
If the fibers are used, they are subsequently formed 1nto
a woven or non-woven fabric sheet in a manner de-
scribed with respect to the methods (1) and (2). The
plasma irradiation may be effected by ordinary tech-
niques for surface treatment of plastic films or fibers
under a reduced pressure of 10-2 to 10—3 mmHg for
several to several tens minutes. The atmosphere of the
plasma irradiation may be air and an inert gas such as
argon, nitrogen and the like. The sputtering is also not
specific but may be effected under ordinary conditions
for the surface treatment of plastic films.

The surface-treated fibers are thermally bonded as in
the methods (1) and (2). Subsequently, the fabric sheet is
subjected to sulfonation in a manner described before.
For instance, the suifonation may be effected in an at-
mosphere containing sulfur trioxide, or in fuming or
concentrated sulfuric acid. A desired degree of sulfona-
tion as defined before can be readily attained. The sulfo-
nated sheet is washed in a manner described in the
method (1) and dned.

The present invention is more particularly described
by way of examples. Comparative examples are also
shown.

EXAMPLE 1

Assemblies of polypropylene fibers having an aver-
age size of about 15 micrometers and an average length
of about 40 mm were loosened and formed into a web.
A dispersion of polyethylene particles in tetrahydrofu-
ran was uniformly applied over the web, by which
adhesion of the fibers to one another was imparted. The
web was passed between hot rolls at a temperature of
150° C. whereupon the fibers were thermally bonded.
As a result, there was obtained a2 non-woven fabric
sheet having a final thickness of 0.2 mm, a porosity of
about 60% and an amount of the deposited polyethyl-
ene of about 20% based on the weight of the polypro-
pylene fibers. The solvent dispersing the polyethylene
particles was evaporated during the thermal bonding.
Accordingly, the non-woven fabric sheet was substan-
tially completely constituted of the polyolefin resins.
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The fabric sheet had a polyethylene surface layer on

individual fibers.

The non-woven fabric sheet was subsequently 1m-
mersed in fuming sulfuric acid having a concentration
of 20 wt % for about 20 minutes at a temperature of 35° 5
C.. followed by washing with water and drying to ob-
tain a hydrophilic composite separator material. There-
after, the sheet was again passed between pressing rolls
to make a desired thickness. |

F1G. 1 is a schematic microscopically enlarged view
of the thus obtained non-woven fabric sheet. The sheet
includes sulfonated polyolefin resin fibers 1 and spaces 2
formed among the fibers 1. Through microscopic obser-
vation, it was confirmed that a bonded portion of the
fibers 1 was as shown 1n FIG. 2. In FI1G. 2, there 1s
shown a bonded portion P in which reference numeral
3 indicates a polypropvlene fiber covered with a poly-
ethylene layer 4. The horizonal fiber 3 as viewed in the
figure bonds to another polypropylene fiber § at por-
tions 6. The polyethylene laver 4 has a sulfonated layer
7 which rarely reaches the polypropylene fiber 3 or §.
Reference numeral 8 indicates a portion where the poly-
ethvlene layer 4 is very thin but sulfonation rarely
reaches the inside fiber §. This i1s considered for the
reason that polypropylene is less likely to be sulfonated
than polyethylene.

As the sulfonation proceeds excessively, the fibers are
oxidized and finally carbonized, thus leading to a lower-
ing of mechanical strength of the fabric sheet.

To check a degree of sulfonation, the above proce-
dure was repeated except that the immersion time in the
fuming sulfuric acid was changed. The resultant non-
woven fabric sheets were each cut into pieces having a
width of 20 mm and a length of 35 mm. The sample
pieces were subjected to measurement where it was
pulled along the length until broken to determine a
breaking load. The results are shown 1n Table 1. For
comparison, non-woven sheets made of polyethylene
and polypropylene fibers with an average size of 15
micrometers, respectively, were sulfonated under the
same conditions as used above. These sheets were also
subjected to measurement of the breaking load. The
results are also shown in Table 1. It will be noted that
the values are each an average of five measurements.
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TABLE 1 +
Immersion Time (minutes)
o § 10 15 20 25 30 40 60
Sample Breaking Load (kg)
Composite Mater- 85 83 7.7 73 70 68 65 60 35 50
1al of Example 1]
Poivethvlene 64 58 32 15 058 — — — —
alone
Polvpropylene 100 98 85 79 75 73 62 28 05
alons
33

In an industrial sense, the breaking load should be
about 6 kg or over. According to this standard, an 1m-
mersion time of 40 minutes or below for sulfonation 1s
allowed for the composite material of the invention,
whereas the immersion time has to be within about 5
minutes for the polyethylene sheet and within about 30
minutes for the polypropylene sheet. These samples
were evaluated with respect to hydrophilicity by a test
wherein each sample was treated as follows: each sam-
ple was completely dried, allowed to stand under condi- 65
tions of a temperature of 45° C,, a relative humidity of
95 to 1009 and a time of 2 hours, followed by measure-
‘ment of an increase in weight to determine a water
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absorption. From this, the hydrophilic property was
determined. The results of the test revealed that the
composite material of the invention exhibited a degree
of hydrophilicity not impeding ordinary charge and
discharge cycles of storage batteries when the immer-
sion time was 10 minutes or over. However, with the
polypropylene sheet, the immersion time of about 25
minutes or longer was necessary since polypropylene
was not readily sulfonated.

As will be apparent from the above results, the com-
posite separator material of the invention is very advan-
tageous for mass production since the immersion time 1s
in a range of as wide as from 10 to 40 minutes. This 1s
considered for the reason that when the polyolefin resin
fibers having such a structure as described above are
subjected to sulfonation, the polyethylene layer which
is prepared from a lower hydrocarbon as a starting
material is more readily sulfonated. The inside matenal
of the polypropylene is not readily sulfonated since not
only the polypropylene 1s a matenal which 1s rarely
sulfonated, but also the fuming sulfunc acid does not
reach the inside readily owing to the presence, of the
surface layer. Accordingly, the surface layer can be
sulfonated substantially uniformly with a relatively
short time. In addition, even though the immersion 1s
continued over a relatively long time, the inside of the
fibers is left unsulfonated, thus ensuring high mechani-
cal strength. Since the fibers are thermally bonded at
portions of the polypropylene as shown 1n FIG. 2, the
strength does not lower by the sulfonation.

Similar results are obtained using a combination of
polypropylene fibers and an ethylene-propylene co-
polymer as a surface layer and a combination of an
ethylene-propylene copolymer as the fibers and poly-
ethylene as a surface layer.

EXAMPLE 2

The composite matenal obtained in Example 1 was
applied as a separator to a nickel-cadmium storage bat-
tery of a general-purpose AA size. The battery was
fully charged and allowed to stand at 45° C. to check a
self discharge characteristic. The results are shown In
FI1G. 3 as curve a.

For companson, a polyamide separator ordinanly
used for this purpose was applied to the same type of
nickel-cadmium battery, followed by measurement of a
self discharge characteristic. The results are shown in
FIG. 3 as curve b. FIG. 3 shows a capacity retention in
relation to the standing time by week. The results reveal
that the self discharge of the nickel-cadmium battery
using the composite material of the invention i1s very
small, i.e. when the battery is allowed to stand at 45° C.
for about one month, the discharge capacity is at a high
level of approximately 70%.

It will be noted that the non-woven fabric sheets
were made in Examples 1 and 2, similar results were
obtained when a woven fabric sheet was used.

EXAMPLE 3 AND COMPARATIVE EXAMPLE 1

Assemblies of polypropylene fibers having an aver-
age size of about 15 micrometers and an average length
of about 40 mm were loosened and formed into a web.
The web was passed between hot rolls at a temperature
of 150° C. whereupon the fibers were thermally bonded
to one another. As a result, there was obtained a non-
woven fabric sheet having a final thickness of 0.4 mm.
The non-woven fabric sheet was placed in a reaction
container for conducting a surface improving treatment
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using air plasma and the container was evacuated to a
level of 10—3 mmHg. Thereafter, while air was passed
into the container at a rate of 20 ml/min, the sheet was
irradiated with plasma at a high frequency output of 100
W (frequency 13.56 MHz) for about 3 minutes to obtain 5
a surface-treated non-woven fabric sheet. The thus ob-
tained sheet was passed between hot rolls 1n the same
manner as described above to obtain a sheet having a
final thickness of 0.2 mm and a porosity of about 59%.

The non-woven fabric sheet was immersed in fuming g
sulfuric acid with a concentration of 20 vol % for about
20 minutes, followed by washing with water and drying
to obtain a separator material exhibiting hydrophilicity
(Example 3). -

For comparison, the above procedure was repeated ;s
except that the plasma irradiation was not effected,
thereby obtaining a sulfonated non-woven fabric sheet
(Comparative Example 1).

In order to check the tendency toward sulfonation by
irradiation of the plasma, the following evaluation test 5,
was made. The materials obtained 1n Example 3 and
Comparative Example 1 wherein the same time of the
immersion in the fuming sulfuric acad was used, and a
known polyamide non-woven fabric sheet separator
were each cut into a strip with a width of 50 mm. The .
tip of the strip was immersed 1in a 30 wt 9% potassium
hydroxide aqueous solution for one minute, at which an
average height of drawing up of the solution was deter-
mined. The results are shown in Table 2. Moreover, the
general procedure of Example 3 was repeated using .,
different irradiation times, thereby obtaining sulfonated
non-woven fabric sheets. These sample sheets were also
subjected to measurement of the height with the results
shown in Table 2.

TABLE 2 35

Irracdiation Time (minutes)

0 3 10 15
Height of Drawn-up Solution

Sample (mm/minute)
Separator Matenal Obtained —_ 30 29 31 40
in Example 3
Matenal Obtained 1n 25 — — —
Comparative Example | |
Polvamide Non-woven 26

Fabnc Separator
45

The results of Table 2 reveal that the separator mate-
rial obtained in Example 3 exhibits higher affinity for
the electrolytic solution than the matenal obtained in
Comparative Example 1 where no plasma irradiation
was used and the known polyamide non-woven fabric 30
sheet separator.

Presumably, this 1s because the separator matenal of
Example 3 was modified on the surface thereof by the
irradiation of plasma to have hydrophilic groups intro-
duced thereon and was more susceptible to sulfonation. 33
Although the immersion time was constant at 20 min-
utes, the sulfonation proceeded to an extent greater than
the sulfonation in Comparative Example 3, resulting in
a larger amount of sulfone groups.

Subsequently, the irradiation time was evaluated 60
from the standpoint of hydrophilicity. The separator
material of the invention exhibited such a degree of
hydrophilicity as not to impede the cycles of a battery
when the irradiation time was 3 minutes or over.

Moreover, the separator material obtained in Exam- 65
ple 3 was applied as a separator to a nickel-cadmium
storage battery of a general-purpose AA size and sub-
jected to measurement of a self discharge characteristic

12

in the same manner as in Example 2. As a result, it was
found that the battery using the separator of the inven-
tion exhibited a high capacity retention of about 70%
after having been allowed to stand at 45° C. for about 1
month.

From these results, the separator matenal of the in-
vention will be found to be advantageous in that the
sulfonation is facilitated by irradiation of plasma within
a relative short time and the material has good affinity
for electrolytic solutions. In addition, when applied to
storage batteries, the self discharge characteristic 1s
significantly improved.

In the above example, air was used for the plasma
irradiation, and similar results were obtained using an
argon gas. Further, similar results were also obtained
when the surface modification was effected by sputter-
ing and the non-woven fabric sheet was replaced by a
woven fabric sheet.

EXAMPLES 4, 5 AND 6 AND COMPARATIVE
EXAMPLE 2

Assemblies of polypropylene fibers having an aver-
age size of about 15 micrometers and an average length
of about 40 mm were loosened, dispersed and formed
into a web. A dispersion of polyethylene particles in
tetrahydrofuran was uniformly applied over the web,
by which adhesion of the fibers to one another was
imparted. The web was passed between hot rolls at a
temperature of 150° C. whereupon the fibers were ther-
mally bonded. As a resuit, there was obtained a non-
woven fabric sheet having a thickness of 0.2 mm, a
porosity of about 609 and an amount of the deposited
polvethylene of about 209 based on the weight of the
polypropylene fibers. The solvent dispersing the poly-
ethylene particles was evaporated during the thermal
bonding. Accordingly, the non-woven fabric sheet was
substantially completely constituted of the polyolefin
resins. The fabnc sheet had a polyethylene surface layer
on the individual fibers.

The fabric sheet with a thickness of 0.2 mm and a
basts weight was cut into pieces with a size of 50X 200
mm and spirally wound through a fluororesin net, fol-
lowed by accommodation in a reaction container. The
container was subsequently evacuated, after which a
nitrogen gas containing 20 vol 7% of a sulfur tnoxide
(SO3) gas was introduced into the container to an atmo-
spheric pressure followed by reaction at 25° C. for §
minutes. Thereafter, air was introduced into the con-
tainer to completely remove the reaction gas from
which the non-woven fabric sheet was removed. Thus,
the sulfonated sheet was obtained, which was subjected
to the following after-treatment to obtain a composite
matenal having good hydrophilicity.

After-Treatment:

(A) The sheet was immersed in running water for
about 10 minutes and dried at about 70° C. (Exam-
ple 4).

(B) After immersion in running water for about 10
minutes, the sheet was further immersed in an
about 10 wt % potassium hydroxide aqueous solu-
tion for 15 minutes, washed with water, and dnied
at about 70° C. (Example 5)

(C) After immersion in an about 10% dilute sulfunc
acid aqueous solution for about 10 minutes, the
sheet was washed with water and dned at about
70° C. (Example 6). |

(D) No after treatment (Comparative Example 2).
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COMPARATIVE EXAMPLES 3, 4

A non-woven fabric sheet of polypropylene and
polyethylene, which was not sulfonated, was applied
with a surface active agent of polyoxyethylene nonyl- 5
phenol in an amount of about 0.5 wt % based of the total
weight of the non-woven fabric sheet to obtain a separa-
tor material (Comparative Example 3). Moreover, a
non-woven fabric of polypropylene and polyethylene
was immersed in fuming sulfuric acid having a concen-
tration of 20% at a temperature of 35° C. for 30 minutes,
washed with water and dried to obtain a hydrophilic
separator material (Comparative Example 4).

The separator materials obtained in Examples 4 to 6
and Comparative Examples 3,4 and a known polyamide
non-woven fabric sheet separator as used in the forego-
ing examples were each cut into 5 pieces with 2 width of
50 mm. The tip of the respective pieces was immersed 1n
a 30 wt % potassium hydroxide aqueous solution and a
height of drawing up of the solution was checked at the 5,
time when one minute passed after the timmersion. The
results are shown 1n Table 3.

TABLE 3

Height of Drawn-up Solution

10

15

Separator Matenal (mm/minute) 25
Example 4 26

Example 5 3]

Example 6 27

Com. Ex. 3 30

Com. Ex. 27

Polyamide Non-woven 26 30
Fabric Sheet

The above results reveal that the separator matenals
of Examples 4 to 6 exhibit similar affinity for the elec-
trolytic solution as the materials obtained in Compara-
tive Examples 3, 4 and the polyamide non-woven fabric
sheet and that the sulfonation within a short time is
effective. Moreover, the immersion in the alkaline aque-
ous solution as in Example 5 contributes to further im-
provement of the affinity.

In general, the sulfonation leads to a lowering of
mechanical strength due to the oxidation of polyolefins.
The samples of the respective separator materials hav-
ing a width of 20 mm and a length of 35 mm were made
and pulled along the length to determine a breaking
load. The results are shown i1n Table 4, in which the
values indicated are each an average of five measure-
ments.

The results of Table 4 reveal that the matenals ob-
tained in Examples 4 to 6 have satisfactory mechanical
strength which is greater than the mechanical strength
of the material of Comparative Examples 4 having simi-
lar affinity for the electrolytic solution and treated with
fuming sulfuric acid. The reason for this 1s considered as
foliows: when the sulfonation treatment is effected
using a reactive gas within a short time as in Examples
4 to 6, the sulfonation proceeds only on and in the vicin-
ity of the surface layer of the resin fibers, not in the
inside of the fibers.

The separator materials obtained in Examples 4 to 6
and Comparative Examples 2 to 4, and the polyamide
resin fiber separator were each applied as a separator to
a nickel-cadmium storage battery of a general-purpose
AA size. After full charging, the respective batteries
were allowed to stand at 45° C. for 1 month to deter-
mine a self discharge characteristic. The results are also
shown in Table 4. The self discharge characteristic 1s
evaluated as a ratio of a discharge capacity prior to the
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standing and a discharge capacity after the standing
determined under the same test conditions, 1.e. a ratio of
capacity retentions prior to and after the standing.

The results of Table 4 demonstrate that the batteries
using the separator materials of Examples 4 to 6 are
very small in the self discharge with a small range of
scattering. The battery using the separator material
obtained in Comparative Example 2 wherein the sulfo-
nation was effected in the same manner as in the exam-
ples of the invention but the after-treatment was not
effected is higher in self discharge than the batteries
using the materials of Examples 4 to 6. In addition, the
results are more scattered in the comparative example.
This is because the separator materials obtained in Ex-
amples 4 to 6 are after-treated, thereby removing impu-
rities formed by the sulfonation treatment.

TABLE 4

Residual Capacity

Sample Breaking 1.oad (kg) Rate ()

Example 4 7.1 68-70

5 1.2 69-72

6 7.2 69-7]

Com. Ex. 2 7.0 62-68

3 8.5 50-56

4 6.5 69-71

Polvamide Non-woven 6.5 20-25

Fabric Sheet
EXAMPLE 7

Non-woven fabric sheets of polypropylene resin fi-
bers forming a polyethylene resin layer on the surfaces
of the individual fibers in the same manner as in Exam-
ples 4 to 6 were accommodated in a reaction container,
followed by evacuation of the air to vacuum. Thereaf-
ter, dried air containing 20 vol % of a sulfur trioxide gas
was charged into the container to an atmospheric pres-
sure, followed by reaction at 25° C. for 5 minutes. The
reaction gas in the container was completely replaced
by air and the sheet was withdrawn. Thereafter, the
sheet was immersed in an about 10 wt % dilute sulfuric
acid aqueous solution for about 10 minutes, followed by -
washing with water and drying, thereby obtaining a
hydrophilic separator material. Similar to Examples 4 to
6, the sheet was subjected to measurement of hydrophi-
licity, mechanical strength and self discharge character-
istic. As a result, it was found that the height of the
drawn-up solution was 27 mm/minute, the breaking
load was 7.1 kg and the capacity retention was 68-71%.
These values were similar to those attained by the case
where a nitrogen gas was used as a dilution gas. This has
a great industrial ment.

In Examples 4 to 7, the non-woven fabric sheets were
used and similar results were obtained using woven
fabric sheets.

EXAMPLE 8

A polvethylene powder having an average size of 1.5
micrometers was immersed in fuming sulfunic acid hav-
ing a concentration of 20 vol % at a temperature of 35°
C. for about 10 minutes, followed by washing with
water and drying to obtain sulfonated polyethylene
powder. Assemblies of polypropylene fibers having an
average diameter of about 15 micrometers and an aver-
age length of about 40 mm were loosened and dispersed
to form a web. The web was uniformly applied with a
dispersion of the sulfonated polyethylene powder in
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tetrahydrofuran, thereby imparting adhesion to the
polypropylene fibers. The applied web was passed be-
tween hot rolls kept at a temperature of 150° C. to ther-
mally bond the fibers. The resultant sheet had a thick-
ness of 0.2 micrometers, a porosity of 60%, and an
amount of the sulfonated polyethylene of 209 based on
the weight of the polypropylene fibers. During the
course of the formation of the sheet, the solvent used to
disperse the polyethylene powder was evaporated, so
that the sheet material was substantially composed of
the polypropylene fibers individually covered with the
sulfonated polyethvlene layer

F1G. 4 shows a schematic enlarged view of the sheet
material obtained above, in which reference numeral 10
indicates the sulfonated polyethylene layer, reference
numeral 11 indicates an exposed portion of the polypro-
pylene fiber, and reference numeral 12 indicates spaces.

COMPARATIVE EXAMPLE 5

The general procedure of Example 8 was repeated
except that the polyethylene powder used had an aver-
age size of 15 micrometers and was not sulfonated,
thereby obtaining a non-woven fabric sheet.

The non-woven fabric sheet materials obtained in
Example 8 and Comparative Example 5 were each cut
into pieces having a width of 20 mm and a length of 35
mm. The pieces were pulled along the length to deter-
mine a breaking load. The results are shown in Table 5.
The values of Table 5 are each an average of five mea-
surements.

TABLE 5
Sample Breaking Load (kg)
Matenal of Ex. B 9.8
Matenal of Com. Ex. § 10.0

From the results of Table 5, it will be seen that the
sheet material obtained in Example 8 rarely involves a
lowering of strength as will be caused by the sulfonation
and 1s similar in the breaking load to the sheet obtained
in Comparative Example 5 where the polyethylene
powder used was not sulfonated.

In order to check a vanation in mechanical strength
of non-woven fabric sheets using different degrees of
sulfonation of the polyethylene powder, sulfonated
polvethylene powders obtained by changing the time of
immersion in fuming sulfuric acid were used to make
separator matenals. These materials were each sub-
jected to measurement of a breaking load in the same

manner as described above. The results are shown in
Table 6.

COMPARATIVE EXAMPLES 6, 7

Non-woven fabric sheets constituted of polyethylene
fibers alone having an average diameter of 15 microme-
ters (Comparative Example 6) and polypropylene fibers
alone, respectively, were each immersed in fuming sul-
furic acid under the same conditions as in Example 8 but
using different immersion times, thereby obtaining sul-
fonated materials. The matenals were also subjected to
measurement of a breaking load in the same manner as
in Example 8, with the results shown in Table 6.
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TABLE 6

Immersion Time for
Sulionation (minutes)

10 20 30 40 60
Breaking Load (kg)

0 5

Matenal

Material Obtained 1n 10,0 10.0 98 68 95 89 8.0
Example 8

Matenal Obtained 1n 10.0 0.8 8.5 75 62 28 05
Com. Ex. 7 |

Matenial Obtained 1n 6.4 5.8 3.2 0.5 -_
Com Ex. 6

The values 1in the above table are, respectively, an
average of five measurement.

From the results of the table, it will be seen that the
separator material obtained in Example 8 does not
lower so great as in the comparative examples when
changing the immersion time in the fuming sulfurnc
acid. Thus, the strength is relatively stable. Judging
from the standard that the breaking load of about 6
kg/cm? is necessary from the industrial point of view,
the immersion time 1s within 5 minutes for the sheet of
the polyethylene fibers alone (Comparative Example 6)
and within about 30 minutes for the sheet of the poly-
propylene fibers alone (Comparative Example 7). In
contrast, no problem of the strength encounters for the
material of in Example 8 even when the immersion time
1s as long as 60 minutes. Thus, a very wide range of the
immersion time 1s allowed 1n the practice of the inven-
110n.

Presumably, this 1s because with the sheet matenals of
the comparative examples, the polyethylene or polypro-
pvlene fibers are oxidized and even carbonized with a
lowering of the strength. The material obtained in Ex-
ample 8 undergoes little sulfonation with respect to the
polypropylene fibers but the polyethylene surface layer
alone which may contribute to improvement of the
breaking load as an adhesive has been sulfonated.

The time of immersion of the polyethylene powder in
fuming sulfuric acid was tested from the standpoint of
hydrophihcity, from which it was found that when the
powder was immersed for 10 minutes or over, a satisfac-
tory degree of hydrophilicity not impeding charge and
discharge of storage battenies could be imparted. In
contrast, the material obtained in Comparative Example
5 did not show any hydrophilicity unless a surface ac-
tive agent was applied. With the material obtained in
Comparative Example 7, an immersion time of about 30
minutes Or OVer was necessary.

The separator material obtained in Example 8 using
an immersion time of 10 minutes was applied a a separa-
tor to a nickel-cadmium storage battery of a general-
purpose AA size. After full charge, the battery was
allowed to stand at 45° C. to check a self discharge
characteristic. This 1s indicated in FIG. 5 as curve c.
The curve d 1n the figure is a self discharge characteris-
tic of a nickel-cadmium storage battery using a known
polyamide separator.

As will be apparent from the figure, the battery using
the separator obtained in Example 8 exhibited a very

‘small self discharge characteristic, i.e. after standing at

45° C. for about 1 month, the residual capacity was as
high as about 68%. In Example 8, the non-woven fabric
sheet was used, and similar results were obtained when
using woven fabric sheets.

The separator materials according to the invention
may be applied not only to alkaline storage battenes
using alkaline aqueous solutions, e.g. nickel-cadmium
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storage batteries and nickel-hydrogen storage batteries,
but also storage batteries using other aqueous electro-
lytic solutions or organic electrolytes. Since the separa-
tor material have good chemical stability and good
affimity for electrolytic solution, the shelf life and elec-
trolyte filling properties of storage batteries using the
material are effectively improved.

What 1s claimed 1s:

1. A separator material which 1s useful as a separator
for storage batteries and which comprises a woven or
non-woven fabric sheet made of fibers of a polyolefin
resin, and a surface layer of a sulfonated polyolefin resin
formed on individual fibers of the fabrics sheet.

2. A separator material according to claim 1, wherein
the sulfonated polyolefin resin has such a degree of
sulfonation that sulfone groups are formed in an amount
of from 0.05 to 2 milli-equivalents per g of the total of
the resin fibers and the surface laver.

3. A separator material according to claim 2, wherein
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the amount of the sulfone groups is from 0.1 to 1 milli-

equivalents per g of the total.

4. A separator material according to claim 1. wherein
said fibers are made of polypropylene and said sulfo-
nated polyolefin resin is a sulfonated polyethylene resin.
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5. A separator material according to claim 1, wherein
said fibers is made of polypropylene and said sulfonated
polyolefin resin is a sulfonated ethylene-propylene co-
polymer.

6. A separator material according to claim 1, wherein
said fibers are made of an ethylene-propylene copoly-
mer and said sulfonated polyolefin resin is a sulfonated
polyethylene resin.

7. A separator material according to claim 1, wherein
said woven or non-woven fabric sheet has a basis
weight of from 30 to 100 g/m-?.

8. A separator material according to claim 1, wherein
said fibers of the polyolefin resin are directly bonded to
one another.

9. A separator material according to claim 1, wherein
said fibers further comprises fibers of a polyester resin in
an amount of not larger than 5 wt % of the total of the
fibers.

10. A separator material which is useful as a separator
of storage batteries and which comprises a woven or
non-woven fabric sheet of polypropylene fibers and a
surface layer formed by surface treatment of the indi-
vidual polvpropylene fibers to introduce hydrophillic
groups on fiber surfaces and subsequent sulfonation of

the surface-treated fibers.
. % L ¥ %
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